580               LIFE  OF JOSEPH CHAMBERLAIN"

BOOK   Westminster.  Lassitude fell upon the House  of Commons.

----t-L_, Presently came the beggarly array of empty benches. The House

1900. wag often counted out at an early hour. Members had no
appetite for their work, though it was light fare. Their hearts were
partly at the front and partly in their constituencies. Ministers
were little seen on the Treasury Benches. By the first weeks of
summer this Parliament of itself was moribund.

On May Day the main British army began its march from
Bloemfontein to Pretoria. Final victory and a good peace could
not be far?
Chamberlain amongst his own people sounded his note. Since
the outbreak of the war, seven months before, lie had not
addressed any political meeting in his city. Now he presided on
the evening of May 11 over a gathering of the Birmingham
Liberal Unionist Association. We can well understand that
with the beating pulse of war-time his townsfolk, exulting in
him as never yet, burned to hear what he had to say and
exceeded their usual mighty welcome. There was an enormous
demand for tickets. The Town Hall was packed, but could have
been filled many times over. The masses gathered round were
estimated to number sixty thousand. While he spoke their
shouting was heard within, and when the meeting was over they
gave him a thunderous greeting without.
His speech, though not amongst his finer speeches in form,
was not unworthy of this enthusiasm. "On these occasions I
speak to the friends of a lifetime who have never failed me in
good report or evil report." He allowed himself and them party-
flings enough like every other statesman who addressed party-
meetings. He likened Lord Rosebery and the Liberal Imperialists
to ' 'foolish virgins who trim their Unionist lamps fourteen years
too late". We must still recollect that the Liberal Imperialists
nearly all managed to support Milner while repudiating Cham-
berlain. Liberals of the anti-war school, he maintained, had
encouraged President Kruger to believe "that whenever he got
into trouble with Her Majesty's Government he could always
rely on Her Majesty's Opposition". He uttered one prediction,